In actual fact, however, this view of things was not really new at all: what was new was its systematic application to Moliere. Perhaps the most striking formulation of it was penned by Charles Lamb in his essay on Restoration comedy: I could never connect those sports of a witty fancy in any shape with any result to be drawn from them to imitation in real life. They are a world of themselves, almost as much as fairy-land ... The Fainalls and the Mirabells, the Dorimants and the Lady Touchwoods, in their own sphere, do not offend my moral sense . . . They break through no laws, or conscientious restraints.
They know of none. They have got out of Christendom into the land-what shall I call it?-of cuckoldry-the Utopia of gallantry, where pleasure is duty, and the manners perfect freedom . It is altogether a speculative scene of things, which has no reference whatever to the world that is ... I am glad for a season to take an airing beyond the diocese of the strict conscience-not to live always in the precincts of the law-courts-but now and then, for a dreamwhile or so, to imagine a world with no meddling restrictions .. . I wear my shackles more contentedly for having respired the breath of imaginary freedom.'
In other words, seated in the darkness of the theatre, comfortably anonymous among the crowd of spectators around us, we can happily forget our normal inhibitions-all those irksome moral restraints that life so cruelly fastens upon us in the outside world-and indulge our secret fantasies, readily identifying ourselves with the trickster who cuckolds the possessive husband.
One of Lamb's main points is that Restoration comedy can be seen in proper perspective only if it is taken as being essentially farce rather than satire. This, together with the reference to the land of "cuckoldry," provides the direct connection with the issues involved in evaluating Moliere's comedy. If the didactic side of his work has been increasingly questioned, it is precisely because critics have shown how fully Moliere's theatre is rooted in the conventions of popular farce tradition, whether of mediaeval French or of Italian commedia dell'arte origin. In particular, Lanson's important article of 1901 6 restored the perspective of Moliere as "Ie premier farceur de France" Cas he was called by Somaize in 1660), combining the indigenous elements of the tradition gauloise-its tendency to simplified plot-structure, built round the central figures of the trickster and the gull Cnotably the cocu)-with the theatricality of the Italian players, whose stock characters, or "masks," were conjured up by highly stylised pantomime to create a poetic world of deliberate fantasy. When Sainte-Beuve spoke of '1a poesie de I'imposture" in Tartuffe, he no doubt had in mind this commedia dell'arte vein that lifts so much of Moliere's work out of the realm of everyday realism.
It does not, however, follow that because Moliere's style is essentially non-realistic, his ultimate concern is not with very real moral issues in the society of his day, and generations of critics have rightly been struck by the profound truth and actuality of the poet's vision. As early as 1661, La Fontaine proclaimed that henceforth no writer could afford to stray from the realities of human nature C"i! ne faut pas quitter la nature d'un pas"), such was the penetration of Moliere's insight. And two years later, in 1663, after the triumph of Moliere's first great five-act play, L'Ecole des Femmes, a rival playwright, Donneau de Vise, produced a sketch in which Moliere was Singled out as above all a satirist, reproducing with alarming precision the society of his time:
C'est un dangereux personnage: il y en a qui ne vont point sans leurs mains; mais on peut dire de lui qu'il oe va point sans ses yeux oi sans ses oreilles. On commence a se defier partout de lui et je sais des persannes qui ne veulent plus qu'i! vienne chez elles.'
Moliere is represented here as a sort of seventeenth-centuty "Candid Camera," whose lens is constantly trained surreptitiously upon unsuspecting members of the public, catching them in absurd situations that are highly revealing of human character.
De Vise's opinion was actually expressed during the heated controversy that was provoked by L'Ecole des Femmes, and we owe to this exchange of polemical pamphlets the most precise statements by Moliere himself of his conception of the true function of the comic playwright. The only real objection he made to De Vise's attack was that he was not guilty of satirizing specific individuals. True to the traditions of classical doctrine, he emphasizes that his portraits are of universal validity, dealing with general types; but he insists that these types are drawn essentially from the society of his day, and that the real business of comedy is to root its material in the ridiculous aspects of human character. The passages where Moliere makes this declaration of faith are well known, and my quotations will be brief. It might be claimed that Moliere was here somewhat disingenuous, since in fact he did at times make allusions to characters that were recognizable individuals. In L'Ecole des Femmes, for instance, it is impossible not to recognize a reference to the younger brother of the great Comeille, Thomas Comeille, who is mocked for his snobbish pretensions to nobility in adopting a fancy, aristocratic-sounding name: Monsieur de !'Isle. But this and other examples are trivial exceptions, and Moliere was undoubtedly sincere in his main contention, his reasons for which are partly linked with the basic question of how satire may be rendered truly effective. The point is made in La Critique by the sympathetic character Uranie, who states that satire will only achieve its ultimate aim of correction so long as it does not make head-on attacks on given personalities. Here we have, once again, a sign of Moliere's conformity to classical doctrine: as Horace had proclaimed, the utile must at the same time be dulce .
To find the clearest expression of this idea in the modem European literary tradition, we can refer to the greatest of Renaissance humanists, who was at the same time the author of the most famous of Renaissance satires-Erasmus of Rotterdam, author of The Praise of Folly. In this work, Erasmus had satirized the arid theological controversies of his time, pleading for more Christian charity. But some of his friends, to say nothing of his enemies, thought his book would only increase religious disharmony, and it was then that Erasmus replied, in his Letter to Dorpius (1515) , that there are two distinct kinds of satire: first, a venomOus kind which aims to wound and which makes its target clear by specific personal references. This, he says, may serve as a release for the writer's feelings, but it will never have any corrective value, for it will merely provoke a more ingrained hostility in the wounded party. Hence Erasmus's preference for a second kind of satire-one which is goodhumoured, full of wit and, at the same time, very general in its references. In this sort of satire, those who feel that some fault in themselves is subjected to ridicule will not bridle under the public exposure: their egos are left intact and they will be able to take the necessary steps to adj ust themselves accordinglylO It is precisely this point that Uranie makes in La Critique, and that is why it is puzzling when some intelligent critics say that M oliere's only reference to the corrective value of satire is in the preface of Tartuffe, where they dismiss Moliere's discussion as a mere ad hoc argument introduced to get around the ban on the play by the public authorities.
Of course, what I have said so far merely tends to establish that, in theory, M oliere believed his work was genuinely satirical and that it could exercise a therapeutic effect. It is time, therefore, to look more closely at the practice and to seek a coheren t moral viewpoint behind the ridicule. In other words, we are trying to see whether Moliere broke out of the fantasy world of pure farce and established a bridge-head on the mainland of "real life"; whether, in Lamb's words, he leaves the spectator in a "speculative scene of things," or whether he leads him back into the harsher realities of "Christendom." The main contention of this essay is that Moliere's poetic fantasy is ahnost always rooted in such harsher realities and that there is a very positive and coherent ethical framework to the comedies.
My first step will be to follow the lead of the modern Anglo-American critic Eric Bentley who, writing about farce in his latest book, The Life of the Drama, says that Lamb over-Simplifies when he invokes the twin spirits of "gaiety and fantasy" as guarantees of a form of "pure comedy." Citing Freud's work on Wit and the Unconscious, Mr. Bentley points out that laughter is in most cases a very aggreSSive phenomenon, born of a need to expose and attack, and he writes: "If farces are examined, they will be found to contain very little 'harmless' joking and very much that is tendentious. Without aggression, farce cannot function."u He then paraphrases Freud's argument that there are so many jokes at the expense of marriage because "it is an open secret that marriage is hardly an arrangement to satisfy the sexual demands of the husband." But wbile, in farce, aggression is mere retaliation against the tiresome burden of conscience that lies heavy upon us in real life, in comedy proper, this might of aggression is backed by the conviction of right, that is, by moral justification.
In Moliere, the aggressivenes of the comedy is seldom in question: the laughter is almost uniformly a vehicle of ridicule and its target is normally closely identified with a clearly defined moral context. The simplest demonstration of this is to take anyone of the portraits which Moliere sketched in the two polemical plays referred to above and which were designed to illustrate his theory. For instance, there is the prude Araminte, who is described in the following terms:
II y a des personnes qui se rendent ridicules, pour vouloir avair trap d'honneur. Bien qu'elle ait de l'esprit, elle a suivi Ie mauvais exemple de celles qui, etant sur Ie retour de l'!ge, veulent remplacer de quelque chose ce qu'elles voient qu'elles perdent, et pretendent que les grimaces d'une pruderie scrupuleuse leur tiendront lieu de jeunesse et de beaute. Celle-ci pousse l'alfaire plus avant qu'aucune; et l'habilete de son scrupule decouvre des saletes ou jamais personne n'en avait VU. 12 Equally, one might quote the case of the sage coquette, where the satire is even more biting in its deflation of the target: she is characterized as "une de ces femmes qui pensent ~tre les plus vertueuses personnes du monde, pourvu qu' eUes sauvent les apparences, de ces femmes qui croient que Ie peche n'est que dans Ie scandale."
It is not difficult to recognize here the stock pattern of so many of the characters who were dramatized in the subsequent great comedies : in particular, for instance, we are reminded of the prude Arsinoe in Le Misanthrope, of whom Michelet rightly remarked that she was "a true sister to Tartuffe." For, together with the aggressiveness of the satire, there is a moral judgment that emphasizes the fundamental hypocrisy and dishonesty of such characters. The laughter with which we greet the incongruity between word and deed, between appearance and reality, is essentially the expression of a moral perception, and this illustrates the truth of Ram6n Fernandez's comment, in his excellent Vie de Moliere, that in Moliere !tIe rire est une sensation de la raison."
B
In order to demonstrate how Moliere actually transferred his theory into dramatic terms, I propose to start with the example of L'Ecole des Femmes, principally because the play is so dose in spirit to the tradition of farce and yet also shows how Moliere gave that tradition an extra dimension. The plot of L'Ecole des Femmes is certainly governed by the arbitrary conventions of farce. It consists of an almost mechanically repetitive series of defeats for the precautions taken by the middle-aged Arnolphe to prevent his young ward Agnes from coming into contact with the "corruptive" influences of fashionable society. Amolphe has an obsessive fear of being cuckolded, and he is determined to bring up Agnes in total ignorance of life, so as to fashion for himself a perfectly safe wife. Of course, nO sooner does he tum his back than a young SOCiety spark sees her, they fall in love, and subsequently foil each successive obstacle placed in their way by the jealous guardian and suitor.
Equally typical of the indigenous farce tradition is the character of Arnolphe himself, predestined to cuckoldry precisely because of his own tyrannical behaviour. But, at the same time, he illustrates to perfection Moliere's profound understanding of the instinctive tendencies of the human ego to attempt to bolster itself with fictitious self-esteem and a sense of authority in the face of unpalatable evidence of its own inadequacy. Like so many of the comic protagonists of the later plays, Arnolphe is an imaginaire, creating a false image of reality in order to disguise his own basic anxieties: his obsession with the fickleness of women stems, in fact, from his own weakness. And since love is a passion that threatens to rob a man of self-possession, since it makes the ego vulnerable and demands the sacrifice of the self, the comic lover unfailingly resorts to authoritarianism, trying to command affection and force subservience upon the object of his passion. While Moliere uncovers in Arnolphe the basic springs of human nature, he at the same time relates them to a moral debate of great actuality in seventeenth-century French "Christendom." The establishment of a highly refined polite society, which began with the founding of the celebrated Parisian salons, had led to the increasing emancipation of women from their traditional domestic bondage and from their dependence on male caprice. The phenomenon known as pniciosite, which flourished in the salons, was not merely a literary fashion, but was strongly connected with humanist pressures for greater freedom of the individual, and one of the forms that this took was that of a vocal feminist movement." It was precisely because the old social order was being so effectively challenged that the predicament of Arnolphe took on a new urgency and meaning. We do not need to be Marxists to agree with the validity, in this context, of Marx's statement that "social existence determines a man's mental structure."
Among the many superb scenes in L'Ecole des Femmes, there is one that specifically dramatizes the play's title: it is the scene in which Arnolphe rehearses Agnes in the "Maximes du Mariage" and lectures her on her duties as wife-to-be. An excerpt from it will serve to illustrate just how closely the portrait of Arnolphe reproduces the same satirical features as are found in the portraits in La Critique and L'Impromptu:
Le mariage, Agnes, n' est pas un badinage:
A d'austeres devoirs Ie rang de femme engage;
Et vallS n'y mantez pas, a ce que je pretends, Pour etre libertine et prendre du bon temps. Votre sexe n'est la que pour la dependance: Du cote de la barbe est la toute-puissance. The fact is that, with Arnolphe, Moliere has introduced for the first time the theme of religious hypocrisy : it is clear enough from the speech quoted above that Arnolphe is using religious sanctions merely to bolster his own tyrannical authority and to further his basically lecherous designs upon Agnes. Terrifying her with such tales as the boiling cauldrons of hell is all of a piece with the fundamental dishonesty of prudes like Araminte or Arsinoe. In L'Ecole des Femmes, the very structure of the play underlines the double-dealing of Arnolphe; for when, in Act V, he finds that neither bullying nor any other form of violence can force Agnes to give him the affection he demands, he readily adopts a ludicrous and craven permissiveness that is totally at variance with the rigorous principles he had earlier declared to be binding on all Christian consciences. With the phrase, "Tout comme tu voudras tu pounas te conduire" (line 1596)-thrown out as a last desperate gesture to win the girl's submission-we are given the full measure of the play's irony: in the true comic manner, we, as spectators, see tbrough the sham moral fa""des, and the satire at once deflates both the character and his specious moralizing.
With Tartuffe, which, in its original version of 1664, followed hard upon the critical controversy stirred up by L'Ecole des Femmes, Moliere made the question of religious hypocrisy the theme of his comedy. Much ink has been spilled by various critics arguing as to exactly who were the real prototypes in contemporary society for Tartuffe himself-Moliere encouraged such arguments with his reference in the preface to "Ies celebres originaux du portrait"-but a less thorny and perhaps more profitable demonstration of the essentially satirical nature of the play can be provided by concentrating On what is, after all, the central comic character; that is, the bourgeois paterfamilias argon, played by Moliere himself, just as he had played the closely related role of Arnolphe. It is argon who has fallen under the spell of the hypocrite Tartuffe and adopted all the trappings of extreme Christian rigorism. In the grip of this religious mania, he boasts of a new serenity of mind, almost lyrically proclaiming that anyone who follows Tartuffe's example . . . gail te une paix profonde Of course, what gives the play its ironical edge and sharpens the satirical comment is not merely that Tartuffe is manifestly a villain, exploiting religion and argon for his own ends-notably to seduce argon's wife-but also that argon's worship of Tartuffe and all he professes to stand for is shown by Moliere to be a disguised form of selfglorification. Tartuffe is argon's "alibi" for bullying his family, for-as the scenes between argon and the servant Dorine show us-this blustering pere de fami/le is at heart a weakling; and when he champions the hypocrite in the face of the unanimous protests of his family, he gives the game away by blurting out the phrase, "Faire enrager Ie monde est rna plus grande joie."'· One of the most revealing scenes in the play Occurs in Act IV, where argon delivers an ultimatum to his daughter: either she must marry Tartuffe or take refuge in a COnvent. The girl's predicament is deliberately depicted as pathetic, but Moliere keeps the tone firmly satirical, rather than melodramatic, as he focusses our attention not so much upon Orgon's mechancete as upon his complete self-deception. The key to the scene is given us by a contemporary account describing how Moliere had it played in 1667: The key words are those describing Orgon as "croyant faire une chose fort herolque." Nothing could more clearly underline the degree to which religion is, for Organ, a subconscious compensation for his own inner weakness and insecure ego.
Inevitably, critics have sought to determine from this play Moliere's own attitude to religion; indeed, the question is forced upon us by those who, like Bossuet, denounced the subversive impiety of the work. One voice, that of a Parisian cure, was actually raised in 1664, calling for the burning of Moliere as a satanic heretic. It is probably a question that we can never fully answer on the sole evidence of the plays Cno private papers of Moliere survive); but I do think that the plays permit us to make certain limited answers which at least rule out any charge of gross impiety. It seems to me that nothing in the satirical structure of the plays runs counter to the author's claim in the preface to Tartuffe that his target was strictly confined to the counterfeiters of true religion. Wherever Moliere introduces religiOUS attitudes in the characters that are ridiculed-in Arnolphe, in Orgon, in the Sganarelle of Dam Juan-these attitudes are always of the same stamp: they are narrowly dogmatic, puritanical, and intolerant, and represent a religion based, not on love, but on fear and repression. But the real point, in keeping with the satirical perspective of the author, is that in each case the religious attitude essentially reBects the moral character of the man who expounds it: Arnolphe's domestic authoritarianism, his conception of husband-wife relations as based on force and blind obedience to force, is reproduced in his image of the relationship between man and God. The same is true of Orgon in his worship of Tartuffe, and it is part of Tartuffe's cunning that he has adapted his role of puritanical zealot to fit exactly what he knows Orgon needs. A close examination of Dam Juan would show a similar pattern in the portrayal of the servant Sganarelle: while attacking his master's libertinage, he secretly admires and hankers after the latter's apparently god-like strength of personality, a strength which enables Don Juan to defy every moral and religious law. Sganarelle's religion is above all compounded of terror of the supernatural, whether it be a vengeful deity, or such products of popular superstition as the dreaded moine bourru or the loup-gaTou . It would be true to say that he serves God as he serves Don Juan, more from fear than from zeal: "La crainte fait en moi l'office du zele."21
The critical idea that shapes this satire in the matter of religion is an old and familiar one: it is the idea that a man makes God in his own image. It has been expressed by countless thinkers, such as Goethe: 'Wie einer ist, so ist sein Gott." Or, in a more ironic formula, by Voltaire: "Dieu a fait l'homme iI son image; l'homme Ie lui a bien rendu!" But lest this pedigree seem suspicious, let me say that it is also to be traced back to highly respectable Christian traditions, especially to those that were influenced by Neo-Platonism as formulated by Plotinus. From among the many pieces of documentary evidence available, one text sh ould be quoted which, for me, provides the perfect commentary on characters like Arnolphe, Sganarelle, and Orgon. It is the work of John Smith, one of Moliere's contemporaries and a member of the seventeenthcentury school of Cambridge Platonists. H ere is one of the most relevant passages from his treatise The Excellency and Nobleness of True Religion:
That which many men . .. call their Religion is indeed nothing else but a fear of demons ... such an apprehension of God as renders him grievous to men, and so destroys all free and cheerful converse with him, and begets instead thereof a forc'd and dry devotion, void of inward life and Love. Those Servile spirits, which are not acquainted with God and his Goodness, may be so haunted hy the frightful thoughts of a Deity, as to scare and terrific them into some worship and observance of him. They are apt to look upon him as ... an hard master; and therefore they think something must be done to please him and to mitigate his severity towards them ... and pUTchase his favour with some cheap services . ...
Because they are not acquainted with God . . . they are Teady to paint him forth to themselves in their own shape: and because they themselves are full of Peevishness and Self-will and are easily entic'd by Flatteries, they are apt to represen t th e Divinity also to themselves in the same form .. ..
The spirit of true Religion is of a more free, noble, ingenuous and generous nature . .. It ( Divine Love) thaws all those frozen affections which a Slavish fear had congealed and lock'd up, and makes the Soul most cheerfull, free, and nobly resol ved in all its motions after God."
Not only does this passage give us an accurate insight into Moliere's comic protagonists-those "Servile spirits, eaSily entic'd by Flatteries"-but it also points to the positive moral and religious criteria which underlie and justify the satire. True religion is for Smith a living principle of holiness within man, inseparable from love and generosity, and this squares exactly with the words that Moliere placed in the mouth of the wise character Cleante in Tartuffe, the character that the play's preface designates as "Ie veritable homme de bien" and who is placed in deliberate contrast to Orgon. For Cleante, the truly devout practise a religion that is ''humaine et traitable"; they avoid censoriousness and instruct only by good example; they avoid intrigues and over-zealousness; they think evil of no man and concentrate solely on leading a good life.
Moliere is here in the direct line of Christian humanism as it was shaped by Erasmus. H e is also immediately in step with his fellow satirist, Boileau, whose Satire Xl will attack the fau."'< chretiens who have never understood the spirit of the Gospels:
L'Evangile au chretien ne dit en aucun lieu:
"Sois devot"; ell e dit : "Sois deux, simple, eguitable.,J23
II
To do full justice to the question of Moliere's satirical genius, it would be necessary to demonstrate the great range of subjects covered in the plays, and to look more closely at the way Moliere handled with equal skill such vices as avarice (in L'Avare) , pedantry ( in Les Femmes Savantes ), social snobbery (in Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme ), or hypochondria (in Le M alade l maginaire). Moreover, it would be instructive to examine in detail the genesis of certain plays in which the satire was born of a contemporary controversy in which Moliere chose to intervene. Such was the case with Le Malade Imaginaire, which began essentially as a polemical work, being part of a common effort organized by Boileau, Bernier ( the eminent physician and Epicurean philosopher), and Moliere himself to muster public opposition to the Sorbonne's reactionary and obscurantist Aristotelianism.
2 ' But, given the limits of this paper, I feel I should devote my remaining remarks to what is, after all , Moliere's greatest play and his most brilliant dramatic character : Le Misanthrope and Alceste. This is also, probably, his most ambiguous play, and it has certainly caused much critical controversy. Debate has ranged over the extent to which the play reflects Moliere's own attitude to the spectacle of society's vices. T o this one must add the related question : Is Alceste himself, as many nineteenth-century critics affirmed, basically Moliere's own spokesman? A clear answer to these questions wou ld go further than anything else to clarify the real nature of Moliere's satire. When I say : the nature of the satire, I have in mind two distinct categories of satirist, and a quotation from Gilbert Highet's Anatomy of Satire will serve admirably to define the two types:
One likes people, but thinks they are blind and foolish. He tells the truth with a smile so that he will not repel them, but cure them of their ignorance, which is their worst fault. Such is Horace. The other type hates most people or despises them. He believes rascality is triumphant in this world; or he says, with Swift, that though he loves individuals, he detests mankind. His aim is not to cure, but to wound, punish, to destroy. Such is Juvena1. 25 The distinction is in all essen tials the same as that made by Erasmus, and it is basically these two attitudes that come to mind as we listen to the moral debate that opens Le Misanthrope, where we find Alceste and his &iend, Philinte, in argument. Alceste, the misanthrope, feels only blind indignation as he condemns all mankind for its moral laxity, while Philinte stands back from the scene with ironic detachment. H ere is their initial exchange of remarks, after Aleeste has observed Philinte embraCing and complimenting a man who, so it turns out, was a virtual stranger to him : But, to arrive at a purely objective answer, the only valid method is to analyze the structure of the play and to see whether it is Aleeste or Philinte who is justified by the comic mechanism. I would suggest that the brief answer is that Aleeste is ultimately subjected to the same ironic ridicule that shaped the satirical portrayal of Arnolphe and Orgon. His fierce cult of sincerity is put to the test and unmasked as the projection of a profoundly unbalanced moral temperament. Just as Arnolphe's authoritarianism collapsed in the face of Agnes's resistance and led to the complete reversal implied in the line, "Tout comme tu voudras, tu pourras te conduire," so, too, Alceste is brought to jettison his own high-flown moral scruples as soon as it suits his Own personal situation. The man who had demanded an uncompromising sincerity in all human relationships ends by pleading with the incorrigible coquette whom he loves that, if she cannot bring herself to be entirely faithful to him, she should at least simulate such fidelity:
Efforcez-vous de paraitre fidele
Et je m'efforcerais. moi, de vallS eroire telle. 29 In other words, Aleeste, like those he had previously condemned with such dogmatism, illustra tes the fact that there are times when every man needs to compromise with his own inner weakness and to disguise reality with a mask of ill9hcerity. If he remains basically comic, it is because he is the last to admit his own inconsistency.
It seems to me, therefore, that Philinte's irony is a basic element shaping the character of all Moliere's comedy. This comedy is essentially satirical-backing the "might of aggression" with the "right of moral justification"-but the moral justification is itself compounded of a sceptical realism about the innate follies of human nature, which perpetually counteracts any tendency to a Juvenalian "blind indignation." Mr. Bentley remarks in his book that "a play with a cast of fools tells us that it is a world of fools we live in." In his greatest comedies, Moliere's ethical framework is built upon this concept. It is in this respect that his work fits so fully into the philosophical tradition of scepticism, with its main Renaissance sources in Erasmus and Montaigne, that pervades seventeenth-century French thought. Erasmus ' Praise of Folly is perhaps the seminal text for it. Based upon the Pauline paradox that the wisdom of the world is nought but foolishness, it argues that real wisdom must take into account and accept the irrationalities of human nature. Hence the real fools are the self-centred dogmatists, those rigid pontificators deprecated by Philinte and so tellingly illustrated by Amolphe, Orgon, and Alceste. When Pascal wrote that "Ies choses du monde les plus deraisonnables deviennent les plus raisonnables it cause du dereglement des hommes"'" and pleaded for an ironic "pensee de derriere" in our judgment of life, he was essentially expressing the sceptical paradox that is Philinte's and, surely, Moliere's own view.
I would therefore conclude with a fearful paradox of my own: namely, that Moliere's ultimate comic vision of life derives its serenity from the same profound understanding as was expressed by Shakespeare in the greatest of all tragedies:
